The Outside Cat                           Veronica Heley                                         2

I was born in a war zone. My mother had taken refuge in the cupboard under the stairs and we were safe enough, save for a drift of dust. I was the firstborn and the biggest. I survived. Others didn’t.  
My eyes and ears opened. It was dark, but there was a constant crackle and thud of gunfire, and a crash as buildings collapsed. My mother left us every now and then but always returned to feed us.  I grew strong. The noises grew ever louder. Drones whined overhead.  Were we safe? The ceiling cracked open and fell on us, dust billowed. 
	 Daylight arrived. Men with loud voices came looking for anyone or anything who might have survived. They found some of us alive. We were put in a basket and carried away. 
	My mother disappeared, I don’t know where. My little sister was pretty. She was picked out by a loving family and that left me alone. 	
I was rejected so many times as an ugly brute. I was white with a couple of blotches of ginger. I was nobody’s pretty little puss but that wasn’t my fault.  I had big, strong bones and I was powerful enough to face down smaller dogs. I was always being overlooked so I learned to produce a yowl calculated to raise the hairs on the back of your head. I was not loved but I was determined to survive.
	People wanted a nice cuddly toy for their children to play with, but that wasn’t me. I grew and grew. I was taken eventually because I could kill the vermin in a farmer’s barn.   
	I tried to show that I was worthy of love. I wound round the farmer’s wife’s legs. I tried to sit on her lap, but she pushed me off. I ached for a loving home, but they set the dogs on me and threw me out of the house. I slept in the barn nearby. I dreamed of collapsing walls and gunfire. 
	The drones came over every day. They came lower and lower and there were anxious looks and talk of leaving the farm. Soldiers were coming, they said.
	The next day they left, taking the farm car and the tractor with them. I tried to get a seat on one or the other. They took the dogs, but they shouted at me and pushed me off. 
	Every day the noise of gunfire grew louder and the sky to the north was shot through with red streaks. I survived on rainwater and mice. 
	A jeep drew up. Soldiers came, looking for food in the farmhouse. I leaped onto the back seat of the jeep, and they took me with them when they left.
	The soldiers had a rough affection for me as a survivor. They laughed at me but also fed me. They were tired but happy. They said they were going home. That sounded good to me, so when we arrived at an airfield, I followed them up the steps into the baggage hold of a big aeroplane. I found a dark corner and slept . . .
	. . . and woke when the noise of the plane ceased. Light showed me a door to reach the outside world. I was in another airfield. It was quiet, for a change. Planes in the sky, yes. But no gunfire. Clouds in the sky, but no flashes of flame. People were not always scurrying around, drawn and worried. They sauntered. They laughed at the slightest thing. They had food. They had time.
They found me and put me in a cage and took me to a centre where I was offered to prospective new owners. Again. Eventually someone wanted an outdoor cat to deal with their mice. 
Another journey. Peace and quiet. The sky filled the eye as far as I could see. Fields. Gardens, and a pond. A vegetable patch.
	I explored. There were a few rats and a lot of field mice. Easy enough to deal with.
	My quarters were not in the house, of course. They had two pretty little cats to pamper in the house itself. I was to doss down in what had been a stable and which was now a garage. It still smelled of horse. Not a bad smell. I’ve had worse.
	I was free to roam wherever I liked, and so I did. My legs were long and designed for leaping and travelling, I leaped and I travelled, and I killed the mice and tackled rats. 
	I slept in the sun on the roof of the toolshed. I twitched in my sleep, dreaming of crashing masonry and the dust from collapsing buildings. 
	One day a new man moved in and took charge. He was an older man with big bones in a wheelchair. He spent most of the day by himself on the patio outside the sitting-room doors. 
After a while I crept close enough to attract his attention.  
	He didn’t flinch when he saw me. He sat in his wheelchair with a rug over his knees and I sat on the patio and studied him as he studied me. I saw he was another soldier. I saw that he knew about the noise, the collapsing buildings and the gunfire. He saw that I knew. He didn’t smile but he gestured to me to approach him.
	He patted the rug n his knee and I leaped – lightly so as not to hurt him – onto his lap. He said, ‘You and me . . . survivors, right?’
	His lap was big enough to take me. I curled round and warmed his old bones, as he warmed mine. 
	We slept in the sunshine. And we didn’t dream.  
